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Abstract

How to keep an international collaboration beyond a one-time project? This is a challenge for many
libraries. With support from the Henry Luce Foundation, Cornell University Library implemented a
preservation training program for 16 librarian interns from 12 academic libraries in Mainland China
and Taiwan during 2012-2016. The project aimed to enable the creation of a low-cost preservation
infrastructure where little or none existed, and subsequently prolong the accessibility of these
collections to researchers around the world.
The most unique aspect is the program’s scalability and sustainability. The train-the-trainers model
started with a six-week program on Cornell’s campus. Afterwards, Cornell sent two staff to conduct
follow-up workshops in China, co-teaching with the graduated interns as practicing trainers. The
inaugural workshop was orchestrated by the China Agriculture University Library. It trained 37
librarians, archivists, and technicians from all around China. The second, hosted by the Fudan
University Library in 2017, trained 52. The third is being planned by the Wuhan University Library
for 2018. By the end of 2018, the program will have placed more than 130 experts in diverse
regions. Additionally, the China Agriculture University Library has added a new course on
preservation to its master’s degree program in library and information science. Four libraries have
established preservation laboratories. Interns have applied their skills in collection care, exhibits,
disaster response, user and staff training, and disaster plan creation. A WeChat social network
group has been formed to continue knowledge sharing. Cornell created an online preservation
tutorial, translated it into Chinese with the grant funding, and made it openly available on the
internet.
This model supports scaling and sustainability through localizing trainers to allow open innovation
and using social networks to maintain and grow relationships. It could be adopted by other areas of
the world or for training programs in other aspects of librarianship.
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With generous support from the Henry Luce Foundation (“Luce Foundation” hereafter), Cornell
University Library (“Cornell” hereafter) developed and implemented a preservation internship
program for librarians. It trained sixteen librarians from twelve academic libraries that are in the
Northeast, Southeast, Central, and the East Coast of mainland China, as well as in Taiwan. (See
Appendix 1 for participating libraries.) The program addressed general collections in library stacks,
primarily books in Western bindings that were published during the Minguo Period (1912-1949).
They are at risk due to poor paper quality, environmental conditions, and heavy use. The Minguo
Period is a critical historical period in China’s history, a prerequisite for anyone conducting research
on contemporary China. In two of our participating libraries alone, at Wuhan and Fudan University,
there are a total of 150,000 volumes from the Minguo period that are in such poor condition that
they are securely stored with no access for users. (See Appendix 2 for sample at-risk collections in
stacks.)
The participating libraries were selected strategically based on their locations and holdings to
maximize the impact of the training for libraries and researchers. The project aimed to enable the
creation of a low-cost preservation infrastructure where little or none existed and subsequently
prolong the accessibility of these collections to researchers around the world. The program portion
at Cornell used a train-the-trainer model. Local capacity building was realized through follow-up
workshops in China that were collaboratively conducted by Cornell’s instructors and the interns who
graduated from the program.
The Luce Foundation initially funded the project from 2012 to 2014, and based on the success of
the program, extended funding for a second two-year phase, from 2015 to 2016. In total, Cornell
Library received $366,000 from the Luce Foundation which covered all expenses of the interns.
Cornell contributed all indirect costs as well as staff time and expertise during and after the grant
period.
The co-author of this paper, Xin Li, was a Principal Investigator (PI) of the grant project. The China
Agriculture University Library sent two interns to Cornell during Phase One. The co-author, Ms.
Pan, was one of them. This article will use the collaboration between the two libraries as a case
study. We will also discuss outcomes in other participating libraries.
Understanding Needs
The long history of China has bestowed Chinese academic libraries an amazing number of cultural
relics and collections dating back hundreds and even thousands of years. The Chinese government
and academic libraries have long recognized the importance of conservation. According to Zhang &
Lin (2017), China has systematically established conservation centers and educational programs
over the years. Chinese conservators have developed sophisticated mass deacidification and leafcasting techniques. Yet, Liu (1999) described that lack of funding and the scarcity of experienced
staff makes even conservation a challenge. Little attention has been paid to the preservation of atrisk collections in the stacks. Although in library science in the U.S. two different nomenclatures,
“preservation” and “conservation”, are used to describe different concepts of work, there is only one
expression, xiufu, in the Chinese language that convey the meaning of the two. The educational
and operational focus on conservation and the nomenclature difference created an unexpected
confusion in the beginning of the program.
Cornell envisioned to train librarians in the areas of planning for storage, handling and care of
library materials, including prevention and remediation of damages due to use, pests, and
suboptimal environmental conditions. Cornell chose these topics based on direct observations
during multiple collaborations with Chinese academic libraries for more than two decades. A 2010
study by Lin & Zhou (2012) confirmed the perceived needs. The authors of the study investigated
thirty-one Chinese libraries. Twenty-four of them (77%) had no library disaster response plan.

Yet, when the PIs of the project conducted an online survey before the start of the program to
establish a baseline for the curriculum development, they were confused: three of the four libraries
in Phase One responded that they already had designated staff for preservation.
Upon follow-up communication, the PIs realized that the nomenclature difference led to different
understanding between the Chinese and American librarians as to what preservation and
conservation entail. A more accurate account was that, of the twelve participating libraries in both
phases, four provided some aspects of the preservation services that the Cornell program would
cover. None had the comprehensive preservation program that the interns would be trained to
provide.
The negligence of preservation and unawareness thereof was also reflected in the response to
another survey question. The PIs asked if there was any regional and national conference that
covered preservation topics. This was to gauge the existing preservation network. One hundred
percent of the responses said there was. Later, the interns reported that the conferences focused
on conservation of rare materials. With the exception of the librarians from Taiwan, none of the
interns were aware of any conference that had sessions covering proper techniques for collection
care, repair, and disaster prevention in the stacks.
Developing Training Programs
The survey results were informative but also generated many questions. The PIs then visited the
libraries in China and Taiwan. This helped the PIs’ understanding of local needs at a deeper level.
For example, the libraries in Xiamen and Taiwan are in a tropical region where mildew and insects
are major challenges. The library in Jilin, on the other hand, faces severe brittle book issues due to
the cold and dry climate. The information enabled the Cornell instructors to adjust their training
accordingly when the respective interns were at Cornell. Despite the surveys and visits, the training
focus had to be flexible. For example, the original curriculum did not focus on paperback books in
the library stacks. As it became apparent that this need existed the training module was adjusted.
The six-week program was held in the spring and fall on Cornell’s campus. The interns came in
pairs and lived in shared graduate student dormitories. The program included a mixture of
presentation and discussion, hands-on practice in the library’s preservation facility, visits to various
Cornell Library units, visits to non-Cornell libraries, and local cultural experiences. (See Appendix 3
for sample training schedule.) The curriculum covered the history of Western bookbinding, binding
case-bound books, introduction to the principles of proper storage and environment, care and
handling of library materials, repair of circulating collections, mold prevention and remediation,
preservation workflow planning, disaster response planning with a focus on water emergencies, and
proper display techniques for exhibition. These can be complicated concepts to convey and we
have relied on native Chinese speakers in the Cornell community to help us to effectively
communicate. The program hired more than a dozen Chinese-speaking Cornell students to be
translators.
The interns said that the theoretical introduction helped them form holistic understanding but the
hands-on practice on real books was invaluable. It gave them confidence to serve as the trainers in
the future. Learning how to respond to library disasters was another of their favorite topics. Disaster
preparedness was a new concept to these librarians and their libraries. In this module they learned
how to write a disaster plan and how to treat wet books hands-on. When they returned to their
home libraries, they not only had the first-hand experience, they also had written a disaster
response plan that was situated in their own respective libraries. In fact, one intern encountered
such a water emergency soon after her return. We will discuss that later in the article.
Ms. Pan and her fellow librarian came in 2013. They said that the training at Cornell has completely
changed their understanding of library preservation work. They told the Cornell instructors that the
China Agriculture University Library had around one hundred damaged books each semester and

had two pipe bursts already. But none of the existing staff had received preservation training. The
library had not paid much attention to these damaged books. It had no disaster response plan,
either. The Cornell training contents were brand new to them. They found the techniques easy to
master, affordable, and immediately implementable at their home library.
Like all interns, they also came with their administrator’s assignments to learn about other library
functions, in their case, they were interested in the subject liaison and research data management
services at Cornell. The instructors set extra time aside to accommodate them and other interns.
The training program took interns away from their families for six long weeks. It was important to
make them feel comfortable and welcome in the U.S. The shared graduate student housing
provided the interns with a fully furnished bedroom and a shared kitchen. They lived with residents
from all over the world. The interns valued the opportunity. For most of them this was their first time
living with other nationalities under one roof. They formed beautiful friendships. This became one of
the most memorable experiences for the interns.
In 2012, the co-author, Xin Li, started an online booklet with the first two interns of the Phase One.
This booklet, Practical Tips about Living at Cornell, (bit.ly/InternationalCollaboration) was written in
Chinese and covered topics, e.g., where to eat and shop, how to get cell phone packages, and life
after work, etc. Every subsequent intern revised the booklet with updates or new discoveries and
left their individual “memory notes” at the end of the booklet. The details may appear trivial, but they
made a difference for the comfort of the interns and they were not matters with which the Cornell
staff were familiar. For instance, as residents we were not able to advise which international cell
phone packages were good for the interns. We rely on our own cars and were not in good position
to advise them about public transportation. With this approach, the interns contributed to make the
life easier for the next pair of interns and felt great doing so.
Scaling and Sustaining Impact
After the interns returned to their home institutions, four of them established preservation
laboratories, and another four have applied their skills in library exhibits. Several have conducted
user education and staff training sessions. A few of them began working on preserving their Minguo
books so that they can be accessed by users again.
The program taught us that the key for scalability and sustainability is to trust the partners and let
them take the project into directions best suited for their local environment. The interns were not
only Cornell’s partners, they became leaders in their own rights.
In 2013, upon completion of her training at Cornell, Ms. Pan conducted a survey in China. From the
fifty-six academic libraries that provided valid responses, Pan & Wang (2013) learned that forty
(71%) of them did not have personnel or a department devoted to preservation and hence no
preservation treatment took place in the libraries. Although thirty (53%) of the survey respondents
agreed that the library should preserve all its collections, thirty-six (64%) of the survey participants
had no plan to allocate staff to this task in the future. Among the preservation measures being taken
where they existed, theft-prevention ranked top (75%), followed by pest control (59%) and mold
prevention (52%). Less than 40% of the libraries took measures to manage dust, temperature,
humidity, and UV respectively. Seven (13%) libraries had not taken any preservation measure.
Recognizing the gaps, Ms. Pan secured funding to support a one-week preservation training
workshop in 2014. Cornell sent the Book Conservator and the Assistant Book Conservator to
Beijing. (They were the primary instructors who trained the interns at Cornell.) The other seven
graduated interns from Phase One all joined in the workshop as practicing trainers. This inaugural
workshop trained thirty-seven Chinese librarians, archivists, and technicians from all around China.

The Cornell instructors worked closely with the interns of the China Agriculture University Library to
develop the curriculum. They sent the training presentations ahead of time. They were translated
into Chinese before they arrived in China. This was very useful because many participants in
Beijing did not have adequate English proficiency and the preservation terminologies were
especially challenging. Ms. Pan also acted as the translator on-demand in the workshop. Seeing the
benefits of the bilingual presentations, the Cornell instructors asked the student translators at
Cornell to translate additional training slides and used them for Phase Two interns. Bilingual
presentations were and will be used for the workshops in Shanghai and Wuhan which we will
discuss later. In addition to the core sessions, a group discussion component was added in which
the participants shared their own preservation challenges. The group analyzed the cases and
collectively devised solutions that were most actionable in the Chinese environment. These are all
examples of how the interns made the Cornell program better.
The Cornell training program also enabled interns to install library exhibits. Prior to receiving the
training, China Agriculture University Library’s special collections have never had the opportunity to
be on display, because the library felt that the risk of damage was too high. Armed with the skills
they acquired at Cornell, the two interns made display supports and enclosure boxes for fragile
documents. Thanks to their efforts, the very first Ancient Documents Exhibition of the China
Agricultural University Library debuted in March 2014.
In 2015, the interns successfully lobbied to have preservation formally added to the elective courses
for the master’s degree in library and information science at the China Agriculture University. They
were also invited to give a lecture on preservation at another library in Beijing. These two interns
truly fulfilled the role of trainers for current and future librarians.
In 2017, the intern from the Fudan University Library hosted the second workshop in Shanghai,
after the completion of Phase Two. Fudan has opened a new preservation space. The intern has
played key role in outfitting the functions therein. Building upon the experience of the inaugural
workshop in Beijing, this workshop, again conducted collaboratively by two Cornell instructors and
several graduated interns, was a big success as well. It trained fifty-two librarians. Unfortunately,
many people were turned away due to full enrollment.
The third and final workshop will take place in October 2018. This time, it will be hosted by the
intern at the Wuhan University Library. Many librarians already expressed interest and it seems that
the demand will again exceed the capacity. To maintain training quality, the workshop will have to
limit the class size to fewer than fifty people. By the end of 2018, the Cornell program will have
placed more than 130 preservation experts in regions where none or very few existed before.
To reach libraries that were not in the internship program or could not be included in the workshops
in China, Cornell created an online preservation tutorial and contracted a company to translate it
into Chinese with the funding in the grant. All the interns worked on the preservation tutorial web
site. An intern from Taiwan reviewed the Chinese translation. The tutorial was made openly
available in 2014: https://chinapreservationtutorial.library.cornell.edu/zh-hans .
The China Agriculture Library has incorporated preservation into their daily operation. Interns at
other libraries have applied their skills as well.
The Xiamen University Library has opened a brand-new preservation laboratory with the graduated
intern at its helm. She has led several student and staff training sessions. She has produced
multiple promotional items to raise awareness. She has directed rescue effort after the library
suffered flooding in a storm. She has written a blog detailing how to treat wet books. Many users
expressed appreciation because they learned to treat their books damaged in the flood. This intern
is quickly being recognized as the preservation leader in the region.

The Renmin University Library has established a preservation laboratory and the interns have been
installing the necessary tools and equipment. The interns from the Tsinghua University Library have
hosted preservation workshops on their campus, and the interns of the Peking University Library
plan to increase preservation activities when the library renovation is completed.
Finally, we established a social network group on WeChat, the most popular platform in China. The
interns consult with each other as they navigate the many challenges U.S. libraries do not face,
such as where to buy the right hammer or preservation fabric. Interns exchange new knowledge
and experience, proudly share their success stories, including promotional items they created,
books they repaired, and photos from workshops they led. Cornell library staff also join in these
discussions and have continued to provide information and advice when needed. The interns have
developed close connections with each other, although some of them have never met. They made
arrangement to meet at conferences and two of them even roomed together. Cornell has benefited
from this network as well. For example, the university established the Cornell-China College
Program in 2015 and offered six online courses for Chinese high school students in 2015-2016.
Three interns tested some 200 links to the teaching resources to make sure that they could be
accessed locally by the students in China. Thanks to their help the Cornell faculty were able to find
replacement resources when necessary.
Conclusion
The Cornell preservation training program was a bigger success than we anticipated thanks to the
interns. They extended the reach of the program beyond Cornell’s own ability. The program has
gained visibility in mainland China and Taiwan because it filled a service gap in academic libraries
and did so rather quickly. The results directly benefit users, not just those in mainland China and
Taiwan but researchers from around the world whose research depends on the collection’s survival.
The model is innovative in that it leveraged available local resources and the strengths of
collaboration. The intensive training in the U.S. benefited from available facilities and workflow. The
workshop in China not only reached a large audience but also made the graduated interns visible.
Sharing leadership between the instructors and interns nurtured trust and provided the foundation
for sustainability. The use of social network broke down the geographic barriers and helped
maintain the relationship. The exchange of new knowledge and experience on WeChat is making
the cohort, Cornell’s staff included, a continuous learning team. We feel this is a model that could
be adopted for delivering training programs in other program areas and in other world regions.
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Appendix 1. Participating Libraries, Location, and Number of Interns
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.
8.

China Agricultural University Library (Beijing, 2)
Fudan University Library (Shanghai, 1)
Jilin University Library (Changchun, 1)
Nanjing Agriculture University Library (Nanjing, 1)
National Taiwan University Library (Taipei, 1)
National Chengchi University Library (Taipei, 1)
Peking University Library (Beijing, 2)
Renmin University Library (Beijing, 2)

9.
10.
11.
12.

Shanghai Jiaotong University Library (Shanghai, 1)
Tsinghua University Library (Beijing, 2)
Wuhan University Library (Wuhan, 1)
Xiamen University Library (Xiamen, 1)

Appendix 2. Sample At-risk Collections in Stacks

Wuhan University Library stacks

Books in closed stacks at the
Fudan University Library
that are too brittle to be used

Insect damage at the
Xiamen University Library

Humidity issues at the National Taiwan University Library

Appendix 3. Sample Training Schedule
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